W
hen Marko Davinic came to the United States from Serbia in 1998, the then-high school student figured he would eventually become a dentist. But after earning a pre-dentistry degree at Northwestern State University in Louisiana, Davinic found himself not in dental school but in graduate school studying microbiology. At Texas Tech University in Lubbock, he investigated the astoundingly versatile human pathogen, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, at the university's Health Sciences Center. From there, he tackled an even more complex subject-the universe of microbes in soil.
He now holds three advanced degrees (none dental-related): a master's in microbiology, an MBA, and a Ph.D. in soil microbiology, which he completed in 2012. Where is he now? Soil Horizons recently caught up with him to find out.
Soil Horizons: So, you planned to go into dentistry but got turned onto research instead?
Davinic: Yes, my brother is actually a dentist. But even he is into [oral] bacteria, and he did some research as well. So I always liked research more than dentistry-getting into people's mouths (laughs). I also had microbiology in high school in Serbia, so I was really into it since then. Basically it's a resin membrane in a plastic support that can be easily inserted into soil. You measure the ion supply with minimal disturbance to soil. We have clients all over the globe: South Africa, Asia…I had some of them calling me at 6:30 this morning. I think they don't understand the time difference (laughs).
But I like that part of my job because I talk with clients about how to use our probes in different settings: tundra soil from Russia or wet soils in Louisiana. And we talk not only about how to use the probes, but also how to [design] their projects. We collaborate on setting up the projects, and then we deliver probes to them and get the probes back. Then we deliver the data and help them with data interpretation and sometimes even statistics.
Davinic (left) and colleague James Awuah "stab" a fresh soil sample with PRS probes. 
Davinic:
Yes, what I've seen is that a lot of North Dakota farmers are accepting of no-till and some of the more eco-friendly practices and thinking about soil microbial communities and how they affect nutrient cycling. They know that if they leave a field fallow or don't till, then more nutrients will be available because of the microbes, but they want to see that difference. So by measuring both soil nutrients and the soil microbial community, I think we can give them the full picture.
Soil Horizons: Wow, your job seems to have a great mix of opportunities.
Yes, it's so diverse. I don't easily get bored, but I'm not meant for work where I do the same thing over and over again.
The other thing I do is management, and my MBA really helps with that because I hire employees, do accounting, and so on. I also like to deal with customers. I go to the field and do some of the fertilizer recommendations myself. We have certified agronomists who do that also. But I just like going out there and touching soil and smelling actinomycetes in soil.
Soil Horizons: Why did you decide to get your MBA on top of your science degrees? Davinic: When I was at the Health Sciences Center, we did a project with Johnson & Johnson. They had new contact lenses that Pseudomomas would not attach to. (Pseudomomas can cause an eye infection and you can lose your sight very quickly.) For that project, they sent a liaison-a guy who had an MBA and a bachelor's in biology-and I liked the position. He was reading our papers and doing a lot of 'science-y' stuff, but still he was doing better financially than the average scientist. So as soon as I figured out I could get a profitable and exciting career in science outside the university setting, I started thinking about the MBA. And actually from that lab, three of us started the MBA program the same year. It was kind of contagious.
Soil Horizons: Do you have any advice for students who want to follow in your footsteps?
Davinic: Since I hire people now, I've interviewed people from the United States, Canada, and all over the world: Bangladesh, India, and China. The problem I've found is that they're not capable of selling their talents. You have to be an amazing scientist to understand soil because it's so complex: You cannot just know chemistry; you also need to know physics and microbiology. But when students approach companies, they have to be able to relate their skills to the company's needs and make their thesis or dissertation applicable to the industry setting. Davinic: I don't know, maybe North Dakota is different, or maybe I was not talking to farmers enough before-I was always talking with researchers. But now that I'm exposed to farmers, my perception of them has changed totally. I think the farmers here are up for learning about the microbial community, and that makes me feel good. If I stay in North Dakota with its crazy cold winters, it will be because I think I can do something positive.
